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[Selected highlights are summarized below of an interview conducted in May with Humberto
Centeno, secretary general of the Salvadoran Telecommunications Workers Union (ASTTEL),
member of the National Union of Salvadoran Workers (UNTS) executive committee. The interview
was conducted by Pensamiento Proprio. (Pensamiento Proprio is a publication of the Regional
Coordination for Economic and Social Research of Central America and the Caribbean-CRIES,
Managua. The interview appeared in an English-language report dated Aug. 10.] PP: Could
you briefly describe the UNTS membership? Centeno: 78% of Salvadorans are unemployed or
underemployed. Only 67 factories continue to operate, of which 43 have trade unions belonging
to the UNTS. Just 10 years ago, there were 387 factories but only two trade unions for public
employees; now there are 17, some of which belong to the UNTS. We organize public employees,
industrial workers and co-ops that belong to the Cooperatives Confederation (COACES), and we
also have seven federation affiliates. Next, we have organized the National Union of Campesinos
and the Communal Union of El Salvador (comprised of persons displaced by the earthquake),
the Christian Committee for the Displaced, and the University Union (workers, teachers, and
students from the University of El Salvador). In all, we have 300,000 members who belong to
241 organizations. PP: What is the current situation for workers and trade unions? Centeno: The
situation for workers is very delicate. Since [Jose Napoleon] Duarte became president in 1984, not
one single worker demand has been met. Despite agreements signed in 1985 between the workers
and the National Telecommunications Administration, the government has not complied with one
agreement, nor accepted 22 requests for meetings. Whatever demand we make we are accused
of having links with the FMLN, which gives them the excuse to ignore our demands. Our trade
unions are legally constituted, but to ask for a wage increase is considered a subversive act. The
cost of living has increased enormously, and salaries have not kept pace. In 1987, our currency was
devalued by 100%. Health services are worse than ever, and many workplaces have been closed
down. If workers demand ttheir rights, the trade union leadership or the workers are fired, the
factory is closed down, and opened somewhere else under another name and without a trade
union. In our case, since July 1987, not one of the members of the ASTTEL executive have been
permitted to enter their workplaces. PP: It has been reported that repression against the trade union
movement is on the upswing. Could you describe this repression? Centeno: Repression against
trade unions here has been designed in Washington. They try to buy the union leaders, and if they
refuse the money, which is supplied by the US Embassy's labor attache, they are threatened by
letter or telephone or are harassed by heavily armed civilians who try to force them to resign from
the union. If such threats are unsuccessful, the intimidation turns into arrests, false accusations
and imprisonment. Since 1986, more than 300 workers and union leaders have been imprisoned.
Some have been released, others were murdered or disappeared. PP: In 1984, trade unions such
as the UNOC supported Duarte. What is their attitude toward the government now? Centeno: At
the same the US administration was destroying workers' organizations between 1980 and 1984,
they were building the social base which permitted Duarte to win the presidency. For example, the
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Popular Democratic Union (UPD) made a 21-point social pact with Duarte, but as president he failed
to deliver and the UPD withdrew its support. In 1986, the UPD and other organizations created
the UNTS, and a worried US administration responded by creating UNOC as a countervailing
force. Since then, the US has accused the UNTS of being a front for the FMLN, whereas UNOC
has been praised as a democratic organization. UNOC now has serious internal contradictions,
and is aligned with three different Christian Democrat factions. Given the election victory by
ARENA [in March], it is inevitable that the US will try to destroy UNOC, Duarte's power base.
UNOC cooperatives are already in the process of destruction. PP: How does the UNTS view the
participation of the Democratic Convergence in the 1989 presidential elections? Centeno: We believe
that the Democratic Convergence leaders have every moral right to participate in the elections,
but if they win we know that the US administration will not permit them to take power. We have
seen enough fraudulent elections...We believe in elections, but not in the ones we have seen in
El Salvador. For clean elections you need free and democratic conditions that do not exist here.
It would be an illusion to think that the military is going to allow people such as [Revolutionary
Democratic Front (FDR) leaders Guillermo] Ungo and [Ruben] Zamora to enter and do their
political campaigning in Chalatenango and Morazan. PP: What is the position of the UNTS on the
proposal for a national dialogue? Centeno: Since its creation, the UNTS has called for dialogue
and negotiation. We have participated in forums with different business leaders, politicians,
academics, and churches, and everyone understands that a military victory by one or the other side
is impossible. Duarte has used the dialogue when his government needed to prepare its image. At
present in El Salvador, there is an enormous power vacuum. We need a national dialogue among
all sectors, not just the government and the FMLN. ARENA, the UNTS, business sectors and the
military must be included in the dialogue. We need to reconstruct our country on the basis of social
justice and self-determination.
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